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            There are more and more things black people thought they had a handle on that they have seen slowly slip away from them, and
               they be saying, “Damn, what happened to that? Dot dot dit dit dot dot dash, son, I’m damned if I know.”
            

            —Gil Scott-Heron
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            2500 Red Bank Road

         
         Early on the morning of July 4, 2006, I was walking south on Taaffe Place, in Brooklyn. It was just after midnight and I was
            wearing camp-counselor clothes—a blue polo, cheap white sneakers, and tight green shorts—on a nearly deserted block leading
            to my building’s front door. A phone conversation with a friend in California was ongoing, radiation-spewing Motorola Razr
            glued to my left ear, tucked right next to my brain.
         

         
         Half a block from home, a man in a white T-shirt offered me a cigarette, his voice escaping his mouth in a low, dreadful mumble.
            I didn’t notice it at first, but as I passed him, shaking off the invitation to smoke, I glimpsed what appeared to be a sawed-off
            bike handle in his right hand. As I continued walking up the block, I gleaned that he was following me from the play of his
            shadow on a brick wall to my right.
         

         
         I’m a high yellow Negro who weighs over two hundred pounds. I used to play offensive guard on a half-decent high school football
            team. But I was dressed like a buffoon, almost never got in fights, and had a man-purse with a brand-new black MacBook in
            it. Mark. When I realized the man was following me, I was saddened by the prospect of having to smack a motherfucker in the
            face with my new laptop. So I ran.
         

         
         Across the street, up the block. The man pursued me to my building’s front door, but I was able to open it quickly and pivot
            into the building before he could strike me with his peculiar improvised weapon. He lashed the sawed-off end of the bike handle
            at me, but I ducked out of the way and proceeded to smash his arm, several times, as hard as I could, with the very heavy
            glass-and-metal door that led to 227–241 Taaffe Place.
         

         
         Another man, pale and older, stood aghast near the elevator, looking on in horror as my attacker removed his now surely injured
            limb from the door. I slammed it shut, my assailant cursing loudly from the other side of the glass, his slender body shuddering.
            He was in great pain. I hadn’t hung up the phone, so my friend in California, hearing the commotion, was loudly asking me
            if I was “all right” as I held the phone near my chest, breathing hard, staring at this man who had meant me harm.
         

         
         He was clearly much worse off than I was, for reasons no doubt of his (and our) own making, long before the possibility of
            stealing from me was something he had conjured in his spiteful mind. “Fuck you, fuck you, yella-ass nigga, I gonna get y’all
            mothafuckin shit, this is Bed-Stuy, bitch,” he said from the other side of the glass door, tears in his eyes. Then he sauntered
            off. I went upstairs, to the seventh-story loft I lived in, smoked a spliff, and got ready to face the phony celebration of
            national independence that the day to come promised to offer.
         

         
          

         “This is Bed-Stuy, bitch.” That’s not what everyone else was saying.

         
         In the summer of 2006 I thought, and Tony, my childhood friend, thought that we were moving to Clinton Hill, in Brooklyn.
            Early in our apartment search, Tony rebuffed the idea of living in Bed-Stuy. He didn’t want to do it. I blinked twice as he
            said this, unsure how to respond as he spun out his logic. Without saying so, it became clear that he preferred somewhere
            already gentrified, and if not in the ragingly hip precincts to our north (Williamsburg!) or the increasingly refined enclave
            to our west (Fort Greene!), then at least somewhere that wasn’t Bedford-Stuyvesant. He grimaced and shook his head when I
            mentioned Bed-Stuy again, further into our search. It wasn’t for him. I neglected to ask why.
         

         
         We were soon to exit college, Tony and I, and as April became May and May became June, options that would suit him seemed
            plentiful, but options that I would find affordable, whatever my post-film-school job prospects, did not. Eventually, he suggested
            his parents would foot the bill for a nicer place than we would reasonably be able to afford on our own. “It’s not my money,
            it’s theirs,” he would say, absolving himself of the privilege he would temporarily and conditionally share with me. I’m an
            agreeable person, perhaps to a fault, so after some time, as it began to look like we might end up staying at our parents’
            Ohio homes if we didn’t say yes to an apartment, I relented and agreed to live above my means on the seventh floor of 227–241
            Taaffe Place.
         

         
         It was a huge and impressively airy space, all high ceilings, and polished wood floors—four tall windows lined the western
            side of the building, which faced onto Taaffe Place, the elevation providing us with a panoramic view of Fort Greene and a
            portion of downtown Brooklyn to the west. The bedrooms were located behind the first two doors on the left side as you entered.
            They were too close together, the flimsy walls and strange window between the rooms providing neither of us with much in the
            way of privacy. When walking into the office to sign the lease agreement, which required us to pay $2,400 a month in rent
            collectively, neither of us could have anticipated how much of a problem our choice of dwelling would become.
         

         
         It was far nicer than my first Brooklyn apartment, a two-bedroom affair that had gone for $1,200 two summers before. The Craigslist
            ad said that apartment was in East Williamsburg. I rode the elevated train there, miles of lonely track, through neighborhoods
            I didn’t know, to see it one early summer afternoon. I had been squatting at the Harlem apartment of Ray, Tony’s and my friend
            from Ohio, a recent transplant like us, and was halfway through the State University of New York at Purchase’s undergraduate
            film school. I had only recently left my dorm and had never found my own apartment before. There are better phrases than “ripe
            for exploitation,” but none come to mind right now.
         

         
         It was the summer of 2004 and I was going to live with a club-promoting, tech-utopianist hacker from Serbia and a hard-drinking,
            backwoods New Hampshire rube—M&M—I knew from film school, during what we hoped in futility would be the final summer of George
            W. Bush’s presidential term. A Hasid, tall and skinny, stoic and prematurely aged—a Jewish Abraham Lincoln of sorts—awaited
            me at the door of 166 Throop Avenue, the best lead we had acquired so far. I climbed up a recently renovated wooden staircase
            with this strange man and came to a maroon door, also recently painted. Once we reached the flat, the air smelled of wood
            chips and the recent use of electric saws. Unassuming light fixtures and dull white walls in the main room, a tight bathroom
            down a short hallway. When one turned around, there was a kitchenette, just off the “living room,” that could hardly fit two
            people. A fire escape, accessible from one of the two bedrooms, allowed for rooftop access; a Catholic church that no one
            went to anymore stood just a few blocks away, the elevated train that had brought me to this foreign land, this “East Williamsburg,”
            a bit beyond it.
         

         
         My mother, a cashew-colored lower midwestern Negro who owns guns, drives trucks, and used to destroy buildings for a living,
            agreed to be the guarantor; nearing the end of her fourth marriage but at the peak of her career as a home construction executive,
            she had the means and willingness my friends’ parents seemingly did not. I, nor my roommates-to-be, had no credit history
            to speak of. The apartment was a three-block walk to the J, M, and Z trains, the line from which the famous rapper fetched
            his name, and across the street from Woodhull Medical Center, a hulking modernist hospital that wouldn’t be out of place in
            the city skyline from Blade Runner.
         

         
         The circumstances in which I lived with Tony couldn’t be more different. Whereas my mother was the most well-to-do parent
            in the previous housing situation, it was assumed from the jump that Tony’s family would foot the bill for our housing deposit,
            for the most expensive pieces of furniture; my mother provided us with a truck, and a driver named Gus, an ignorant, good-humored,
            diabetes-riddled cat who kept catcalling girls once we reached Brooklyn. He was a great help and a mild embarrassment. But
            these sorts of things were where the buck stopped.
         

         
         I remember saying to my old friend, “I’m going to really have to hustle to make this rent.” My mother had made it very clear
            that, beyond my share of the deposit, moving expenses, and the first month of rent, she would not subsidize me. I had hardly
            ever made $800 a month at my various jobs—bookstore clerk, art-house movie theater popcorn sweeper, work-study equipment-room
            flack—let alone paid that much to live anywhere. He nodded past me, as if a passerby had said something vaguely interesting
            that he hadn’t quite heard.
         

         
          

         I had met Tony at the Seven Hills School, a private K–12 at 2500 Red Bank Road that educated the children of the city’s wealthiest
            families, just a five-minute drive from my mother’s Kennedy Heights home, a two-story, three-bedroom brick house on a hilly
            street in a mostly integrated part of our segregated hometown, Cincinnati. My mother, a demolition executive trying her hand
            at construction in the mid-’90s for the first time, had carved a street out of a thick, undeveloped tract of forest and named
            it after me: Brandonburg Lane. Ours was the first of nine houses on the row, a tangible departure from the low-slung bungalows
            and four-family apartments that line the working-class Cincinnati suburbs of Kennedy Heights and Silverton, which surround
            Brandonburg. I had grown up on those streets, in a house my grandfather had built as his demolition firm began to grow in
            the 1960s.
         

         
         The spring before sixth grade, tired of the unruliness and intellectual stultification of the elementary school I went to
            in Silverton, I asked my mother to send me to the Seven Hills School, which I would pass as we rode along Red Bank Road toward
            I-71. The gray wood buildings of 2500 Red Bank would float past as I sat shotgun in her gas-guzzling GMC Suburban, gazing
            at the well-manicured baseball fields, connected by walkways and ringed with neat, inviting landscaping, and the Olympic-sized
            track and field of rubber and grass. The one I ran and leaped on at the Silverton elementary was made of blacktop, the baseball
            fields pockmarked with weeds.
         

         
         As you entered the I-71 on-ramp near the school, you had a dynamic view of the shrubbery lining the hillside, cut in such
            a way that “SEVEN HILLS SCHOOL” was spelled out in green foliage to those descending from the freeway. I recall my mother
            being somewhat astonished by the request. The $9,000 per year tuition was the largest educational investment our family had
            ever made in one of its children at that time—my mother and her sisters went to college in an era, the 1970s, when schooling
            cost considerably less, even if, like my mother, you began your college career in the Ivy League.
         

         
         Class was a slippery thing in our family; my mother’s mother had come from a distinctly middle-class household that had sent
            their entire prewar brood to historically black colleges; my grandfather, a tall and charming light-skinned Negro from the
            hills of northern Kentucky, never finished high school. It’s a pairing that seems more imaginable then than it would be now,
            in our time of alleged social mobility; black women with college degrees, even amid the complaints of “not enough available
            black men,” no longer marry Negroes from the Bluegrass State who have only passed through elementary school.
         

         
         Eventually he made enough money in the demolition business to purchase, through his white lawyer, a plot of land in Walnut
            Hills, an exclusive east side community that was normally protected from Negroes by restrictive covenants. With his second
            wife, whom I’ve always known as my grandmother, he built a handsome house, one he designed himself. By 2002 they were respected
            enough in society to be the subjects of a glowing Cincinnati Enquirer profile that referred to them as “generous philanthropists, willing to write a check when needed, willing to chair a gala,
            willing to roll up their sleeves when necessary to make something happen.”
         

         
         Yet behind closed doors, they complained of the same corruption and racial graft that common Negroes did. Even in the loom
            of success, discontent among “our class” of Negroes seemed high. The white folks with whom my grandparents share their social
            calendar, be it at their country club or a benefit to induct them into the Ohio Civil Rights Hall of Fame, see them as pillars
            of the community and probably wouldn’t recognize the deeply distrustful version of their neighbors that springs forth in the
            privacy of black company. Their dissatisfaction, through which I first learned that America allegedly had a race problem,
            was not restricted to the behavior of whites.
         

         
         Skepticism about our ability to forge a commonwealth within our ranks became a form of received wisdom in this period of my
            life. The complaints my family members launched at the ineffectiveness of black collective action made me so. “If only we
            were like the Jews” was a common refrain. Jews reminded one another of their history, their oppression, while collectivizing
            in ways that provided their ranks protection and wealth, so went the legend. You would hear it at kitchen tables littered
            with Little Caesars pizza or at a barbershop in Evanston while awaiting a fade, but not out in public, among whites. These
            conversations were kept at bay there.
         

         
         In these days, I watched elderly black fingers wag at the sagging pants and billowing white T-shirts and fat girls with expensive
            weaves and too many kids. To replenish the spring of self-loathing from which so many well-to-do blacks draw was to lack a
            vision of transcendence and, like so much of America, to remain deaf to the sounds of justice. My grandfather is a man who,
            like so many of his generation, did his best to assimilate and segregate at once, to upend and uphold an old order. He grew
            up in a Kentucky where you didn’t look at white women for fear of your Negro life.
         

         
         So perhaps ours is an uneasy truce with the future; I’ve never taken my white girlfriends home to meet him and I know he prefers
            it that way.
         

         
          

         At my new school, Tony and I became friendly almost immediately—we sat next to each other in sixth-grade science class—but
            we didn’t become very close until high school. Tony was, in his early youth, gangly and awkward, bookish and intense, a child
            of silver spoons that he kept mostly private. His parents had done well in the world of plasma centers and lived in an elegant
            three-story white frame house on the top of a hill that lined one of Cincinnati’s most exclusive east side neighborhoods,
            but he carried himself with an unassuming air in his flannel shirts and Chuck Taylors. Like many a young rich person I’ve
            known, he liked to brag about how his father was a self-made man; it’s often an easy way to signal that they haven’t been
            terminally spoiled, that the successful people who’ve spawned them imparted a knowledge of struggle and belief in a work ethic.
            Still, in the middle ’90s, it was somewhat iconoclastic of him to befriend the nerdy, overweight, Star Trek–obsessed child of black Cincinnati strivers whom he sat next to in sixth-grade science.
         

         
         He had a reserve, an aloofness, that I envied and had tried, mostly with little success, to cultivate in myself. I thought
            the dispassionate way his class of whites went about their business was what you had to emulate to get ahead. There were two
            other black boys along with me in our sixth-grade class that first fall, but I was the only new one; they were already acclimated
            to our surroundings, where we were given “fruit breaks” and the assumption of our innocence and burgeoning intellect was never
            in question, so I thought. But when, in that same science class in which we sat together every day, I was accused, the only
            black child in the section, of stealing a hissing Madagascar cockroach, I recall no one coming to my aid. No one leaped forward
            to speak for my character. I was the new kid, and black. Suspicion naturally gravitated toward me.
         

         
         Our teacher, Mr. Barker, had prized his cockroach, which he dubbed Seymour, ordering it all the way from the island off the
            southeast African coast for which this particularly rare species of cockroach is named. It mysteriously ended up in my bag,
            likely as a prank by a classmate who didn’t approve of my presence or what I wore. After arriving home that afternoon, I placed
            my bag down near the doorway and retreated to the living room so my father, who had picked me up from school, could make me
            a sandwich.
         

         
         When I returned to the office to start my homework, my right hand instinctively went for the light switch. When I brought
            it back toward my body, a hissing Madagascar cockroach was staring at me from just below my knuckles. They really do hiss.
            I screamed and threw it across the room. My father and I trapped it and, a few days later, I took pleasure in gassing it to
            death in a mason jar.
         

         
         Via Encarta for Windows 95 I discovered that the bug I had found was quite a rare coup, and I included it with pride in my
            insect classification assignment for Mr. Barker’s class. He recognized Seymour immediately and hauled my mother in for a meeting.
            Suspicion remained, but no proof emerged, so no punishment was meted out, just a lurking sense that the standard upon which
            I would be judged was always to be different than my peers. The look on my mother’s face as we left our meeting with Mr. Barker
            let me know she had been putting up with bullshit like this her whole life.
         

         
         Although one of the other black students became a lifelong friend, I gravitated, in my three years there, first toward a cadre
            of short, swarthy nerds, people who would take an interest in Star Trek cards and nascent attempts at fantasy baseball, before turning to the jocks, among whom I was a natural leader and far from
            the only black, and then steadily toward the kids that experimented with drugs and liked edgy movies, almost all of whom were
            white.
         

         
         Cincinnati was the eighth most segregated city in America as Tony and I grew up. My mother managed to persevere in the midwestern
            demolition industry, an almost exclusively white domain, but nonetheless as an adult never acquired close friends who were
            white. She surely knew my path would be different, acquiescing to my conscious request to go to an almost uniformly Caucasian
            school full of entitled rich kids while fretting, to her friends over cocktails, about making sure I had enough exposure to
            “my own” culture. I saw less and less of my friends from my elementary school days and spent more time, slowly but steadily,
            in the parlor rooms and upstairs attics of those same east side families my mother had no real interest in getting to know.
            She was trying to build her own slice of modern middle-class housing for black families in generally black neighborhoods,
            residential projects that would increase property values for everyone in the surrounding community, she posited. This was
            in stark contrast to forging alliances with those who had the real money and heading for the hills, as the black professionals
            she would meet up with for top-of-the-weekend Happy Hour at T.G.I. Friday’s had done.
         

         
         This kind of spirit informed the frustrated, defiant tone in my mother’s voice when driving through nearby Madisonville, a
            mostly depressed black enclave with pockets of both black and white prosperity tucked away from its fast-food-joint, hair-product-and-discount-sneaker-outlet-dominated
            main drag of Madison Road. “Our community doesn’t have to look like this,” she would intone, but then, even as a child, I
            would ask, “Well then, if that’s the case, why does it?”
         

         
         They never covered this in American History at the Seven Hills School. Why are so many Negroes so broke? Why can’t they have
            nice things too? Of course, many of those I knew did—in Silverton, we were thought of as rich Negroes. While my grandfather
            and his wife fully entered a strata of east side, Hyde Park society, hosting parties where many of the city’s power brokers
            hunkered down for bourbon, my mother generally shunned such social climbing. But in the prosperous ’90s even she, who drives
            a pickup truck and is in perfect harmony with the world when she encounters a sack of chicken wings and an episode of Martin, indulged in the clubs of the city’s black elite and played bid whist with hairdressers and McDonald’s staffers.
         

         
         I went to daytime house parties and Kings Island Amusement Park field trips with a chapter of the black children’s club Jack
            and Jill as a preteen. We didn’t seem quite as well off as most of the black professional families that made up this awkward,
            self-selected assortment of the talented tenth and their offspring, those who had fled to the white suburbs or the old, moneyed
            east side neighborhoods, but that’s not why I never completely fit in—I just liked hanging out with the working-class black
            kids from my extended family and the rich white kids from my school more. I was especially alienated from the girls—I was
            fat and didn’t take on a particularly hard, ghetto mode of speech or demeanor, something those rich black girls loved at the
            time, reminding them as it did of the macho cousin or uncle they knew who hadn’t made it to the other side of Clinton-era
            prosperity, the risk-taking hothead kids who went to Withrow or Hughes High School, the hip-hop stars they could watch every
            afternoon on MTV’s Total Request Live with Carson Daly. While consorting with the children of other classy Negroes was something I was never much good at doing back then, my growing
            intimacy with Cincinnati’s diverse and self-enclosed tribes, its posturing ascendant Negroes and its relatively poor blacks,
            its working-class Catholics and its wealthy east side WASPs and Jews, left me with an ability to code-switch, to find ways
            to speak a common language, grasp a set of common values, among people in almost every part of the city’s class hierarchy.
            Yet it also left me with a cognitive dissonance about the value of modern black American symbols.
         

         
         Despite the kente cloth I wore to eighth-grade graduation and my penchant for accosting white girls over their inability to
            “confront their guilt” following my first reading of The Autobiography of Malcolm X, I too had been conditioned by an America where black institutions and neighborhoods and vernacular were things the culture
            told you were inferior, regardless of the two-bit nationalism a young Negro child like myself encountered when seeing the
            Nation of Islam guys on the corner near Swifton Commons Mall or outside the diner they ran on the strip of Reading Road, near
            where my mother lives now, that has given way to open-air drug markets. Was hardly a bulwark against these sentiments.
         

         
         Our collectivism manifested itself in ways I found strange sometimes. Watching the O. J. Simpson verdict with my classmates
            at Seven Hills, I was the only black student in the room as “Not Guilty” passed through the speakers of the TV in the central
            atrium. I couldn’t help but feel alienated as pale faces reddened and tears, along the edges of the room among the adults,
            were shed. You could sense the righteous indignation spread among some of the teachers, most of whom quickly stifled it. Not
            in front of the children; American innocence had to be protected for them, for now. I thought O. J. was guilty, and so did
            my mother, but in our home I had heard the voices of black people who would be happy to see him walk anyway, if just to get
            back at the white man. “What did we win?” Chris Rock joked a year later in Bring the Pain, the HBO comedy special that truly made him a star. Not a damn thing, but schadenfreude is a powerful animating force in
            many black minds toward many a white person for reasons that are older than all of us.
         

         
         Tony didn’t know the first thing about those anxieties then, and not what they actually meant to me, but for some reason,
            like so many white people I’ve befriended in my life, I sort of assumed he did. He certainly seemed to have insight into blacks
            that extended beyond stereotype; he was immersed in black forms. As the years went by, I admired not just his thinly concealed
            melancholy (I had my own), but his knowledge of black literature and boxing and soul music. These cultural signals kept me
            thinking he probably empathized more than he did. I was still too young, too gullible myself to have gleaned that whites who
            loved black culture didn’t necessarily understand black people.
         

         
         Eventually, toward the end of middle school and beginning of high school, Tony and I ran in a coherent circle of friends.
            Even though I no longer went to Seven Hills, having gone to a less expensive, less diverse, more conservative Catholic high
            school that had attracted me with dreams of football glory, most of my closest friends remained at the prep school for the
            city’s elite. Seven Hills was barely a mile down a steep hill along Daniel Drake Park from Brandonburg, where we lived both
            before and during my mother’s fourth marriage, this time to an arrogant and foolish preacher whom she had known most of her
            life.
         

         
         In my early high school years, the second floor of our handsome home played host to the rampant misbehavior of our posse;
            dropping mushrooms and ecstasy after seeing Magnolia in the cinema or during a long night of The Late Late Show with Craig Kilborn followed by a VHS of Aronofsky’s Pi, I became someone my mother wouldn’t have recognized had she the guile to climb the stairs and discover what we were up to.
            She caught my friends and me stealing her booze after one raid had proven too brazen for her not to notice; ever the entrepreneur,
            she extorted money out of each of my friends in order to replenish her stock, threatening to expose them to their parents
            if they didn’t come through. We stopped partying at my house.
         

         
         My friends and I prided ourselves on being edgy intellectuals, dabbling in drinking and drugs, punk shows and Ralph Nader,
            García Márquez novels and David Fincher movies. Long evenings on the Ludlow strip, a series of hip businesses near the University
            of Cincinnati in the city’s Clifton district, we would drift from coffee and chess at the old underground location of Sitwell’s
            Café to an inevitable house party or a night logging around, smoking weed, and watching specialty movies that weren’t quite
            art, like, say, Guy Ritchie’s Snatch, over and over and over. Eventually, as seniors, we rounded up enough people to invest in our own apartment, which we dubbed
            Party House. Despite earning the highest grade point average I ever did in high school, I spent most of my senior year in
            front of a television at Party House, playing Grand Theft Auto and watching Tom Tykwer movies. We grew weed in the closet
            of the sole bedroom, often smoking it out of a six-foot bong to better take years off our lives, and hung an American flag
            upside down with an anarchy sign written on it. It was a slice of gutter paradise.
         

         
         Across many years class meant little to us—we were just boys having an adolescence together—even as its portent grew more
            obvious. Tony attended private and pricey Sarah Lawrence for his Westchester County college education, while I opted for the
            nearby film conservatory at SUNY Purchase, to which I still tithe my wages while teaching a new generation of future Purchase
            debtors how to dream in cinematic terms. Tony grew into the type of rich midwestern white man on the coast who, despite his
            station in life, would vote for liberals with some ounce of self-pride, “loyalties to his class,” as he would have it, be
            damned; he lionized his father—a ranching and hunting enthusiast from the South—for bucking the trend of the wealthy and southern
            to support Democrats as well.
         

         
         This difference in relative economic and social advantage didn’t weigh on us sitting through Hype Williams’s Belly and Keenen Ivory Wayans’s Don’t Be a Menace to South Central While Drinking Your Juice in the Hood three times each, listening to John Coltrane or Motown albums all day while mutually slacking. These were activities Tony
            would participate in happily, without irony, by himself. Beneath his cool patrician vibe was a genuinely searching and tortured
            and open person with whom I shared a lot of laughs and from whom I learned multitudes. I miss him.
         

         
         But the gaps between us, cracks of misunderstanding in which the entire relationship would become mired, began to overwhelm
            the thing before I ever had the life experience or self-awareness to bring language to how unnerved I was often made to feel.
            His parents, generous and hospitable upon every visit I’ve ever made to their home, were the type of white liberals who might
            bemoan the presence of young, unrefined-looking black boys walking through their tony part of Cincinnati’s east side. Tony’s
            brother, who took to dealing dope in high school and college like the rap stars he idolized, lived largely without fear of
            life-altering repercussions while doing so, despite several run-ins with the law. Tony confided his parents’ behavior to me
            with a look that asked, “Can you really blame them?” That these same people could visit me, a Negro child, while I was sick
            and potentially dying with liver illness, never failing to drive me home or feed me or make me welcome in their home as a
            high schooler, speaks to just how deep is this mess that we’re all in together.
         

         
         I spent the better part of my time in high school perfecting how to use drugs on the third floor of their hilltop white frame
            house, taking shelter from the state-sponsored danger that awaits the black drug user in the streets of the city’s west and
            central districts. I felt perfectly at home with privilege. I realized mine was more precarious than most, but not here. There
            was safety in those walls, on that champagne-colored carpet of the study and game room where I watched so many championship
            fights over the years, blunt smoke wafting in the air.
         

         
         In college, Tony and I grew closer still, seeing each other as somehow more reliable than the other people in our circle from
            back home, many of whom were fleeing Cincinnati for the coasts, but with what we saw as less aplomb. Our Westchester County
            campuses were only twenty minutes from each other by car or forty-five by public transport, so early in our sophomore year
            we began to hang out on weekends, swapping party invites and shoot-the-shit sessions. He was not a prankster and neither was
            I, but a good laugh was our backbone and we shared them frequently, while he crashed on my dorm room couch during Purchase’s
            music festival, Culture Shock, or during a sojourn to Madison Square Garden to watch our first title fight together. Planning
            trips to see a film in the city or mutually crash at Ray’s Lower Manhattan New School dorm was easy, but talking about sex,
            as opposed to mere attraction and desire, was not; I was far too inexperienced, having just lost my virginity the year before,
            not to feel threatened by him.
         

         
         During Christmas break that year, he slept with a girl I had a crush on. Although the feelings of betrayal that I had toward
            him persisted for years, by the time we moved in together I thought I was past it. I had met Rolanda, a guest in those tony
            environs who would become my first serious girlfriend, during one of those Sarah Lawrence visits, and the summer before Tony
            and I began living together, I had a monthlong fling with his most serious ex-girlfriend, a working-class Irish girl from
            Cincinnati’s west side who was the child of Jehovah’s Witnesses and whom Tony’s parents had briefly considered putting through
            Sarah Lawrence so they could remain together. It was a comeuppance that he accepted with what I took for maturity when I told
            him, later that year, what had happened. We were even.
         

         
         Yet for all his wonderful qualities, ones that made me love him, such as his modesty—he liked to remark how he hadn’t bought
            a new shirt in years—this was a person for whom entitlement was the air he breathed so naturally that he seemed to hardly
            notice it. He proceeded through life with the awareness that no financial calamity was likely to threaten his ability to eat
            and lie down somewhere comfortable, and seemed, because of this, in no great hurry to make his own way. He knew where entitlement
            ended, though. This lover of jazz and boxing and ’60s soul could passively assume in conversation over dinner with a mutual
            friend that of course black celebrity X or Y “would squander all his money, they always do.” No one seems to call this “double
            consciousness,” but someone should.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            166 Throop Avenue

         
         When I discovered that 166 Throop, despite what the realtors and the Caucasian people had told us, was in Bedford-Stuyvesant, 2004 was long over and I didn’t live there anymore. I remember thinking it could be worse for the three months that I did,
            grateful to have my first nonparental or university dwelling regardless of its location or condition. Two bedrooms for three
            of us—the Serbian and I would take the rooms while my classmate M&M would camp out on an airbed in the unventilated, windowless
            “living” room, drinking himself to sleep with PBRs in between best boy electric jobs, often while I watched blaxploitation
            movies on the TV next to his bed or fucked Rolanda, my girlfriend at the time, in the adjacent room. Our rent was $1,200 a
            month, and for the largest room in the joint, I paid $450 of it.
         

         
         It was often an oppressive place, 166 Throop, but it proved liberating in ways I couldn’t have imagined at the time; the summer
            I lived there was the last I ever spent without Internet service. I had resolved to pass the summer reading serious black
            literature, watching blaxploitation movies, and being as off the grid as possible. Despite this desire to live simply and
            contain myself to my thoughts, it was the first summer I had a cell phone; Don DeLillo novels and inconclusive brain cancer
            studies had taught me they were bad news, but my mother insisted. I split time between our crib and Rolanda’s, a third-floor
            walk-up on South Second Street in Williamsburg. When we met the previous winter, she had been living on the waterfront in
            Manhattan, just off the sleepy eastern edge of the Financial District, in a gargantuan rent-controlled loft. It belonged to
            a university professor who was traveling on a sabbatical that, much to her chagrin, didn’t last forever. Her new crib was
            in a somewhat dingy Williamsburg two-bedroom for which she and her gay actor roommate, pale and fresh from Interlochen, paid
            $1,400; at the time, I thought that was a fortune for two people.
         

         
         Multiple generations of a Puerto Rican family inhabited the various floors of Rolanda’s building. The woman to whom she paid
            her rent was always welcoming when we’d glimpse her in the stairwell, her husband the same, although I could see in the occasional
            sideways glance that she was unsure of our presence there. This woman and her family, remnants of Los Sures, the community
            that had begun moving into these brick walk-ups in the 1940s, had no reason to doubt that we came as friends. At least as
            long as she owned the building there was comfort in the fact that Southside wouldn’t be completely ceded to hipsters, although
            if she rented exclusively to them, a potential windfall awaited. The solemnity on her face, how it would return after sharing
            a wooden smile on the landing or near the gate out front, spoke of a community that wasn’t as lucky, one that would simply
            disperse, regardless of which home owners won and which renters were cast aside.
         

         
         Rolanda was tall and pretty, blue-eyed and openfaced, her hair dyed a pale pumpkin shade that summer. We’d go see Michael
            Haneke movies and hold hands, and there was none of the awkwardness I had come to expect with some white girls who were always
            looking at me and thinking of how to couch it to their daddy. The most honest of them would foreground their ignorance and/or
            fear of Negroes plainly, such as a blonde coworker from my hometown who’d touched my hair during our shifts selling tickets
            at an art-house movie theater in the Cincinnati suburbs the summer previous, marveling at the coarse texture of my hair. She
            only stopped when I scolded her, angrily. In front of a child who was about to see an Eddie Murphy kids’ movie with his spectacles-wearing,
            ruddy-faced grandmother, I asked her, “What am I, your Negro petting zoo?”
         

         
         A decade later, after intermittent bad sex and a few tears, the same coworker said flatly, “My parents will never accept you,”
            as if reading the news, a difficult truth undergirded with nonchalance.
         

         
          

         Back then I didn’t give two shits about Bed-Stuy, the community where I was actually living; I did not care to know that Bed-Stuy
            contained one of the nation’s first free Negro communities in the first half of the nineteenth century, that parts of it had
            been Harlem before Harlem. What I did care to know, due to concern for my physical safety heightened by exposure to a million
            television news segments, newspaper stories, rap songs, commonly used epithets, and, most significantly, the painful indoctrination
            into Negro American fear, handed down to me by my loving and forever concerned mother, was that the New York City Housing
            Authority (NYCHA) projects to the west and east and south of my apartment were foreboding, overwhelmingly filled with the
            dangerous and needy. This is what America tells you.
         

         
         The place Shawn “Jay-Z” Carter speaks of when he says “Bed-Stuy was my country, Brooklyn my planet” in the second paragraph
            of his autobiography, Decoded, may well have passed into history by the time I knowingly set foot in the neighborhood, but in the early aughts its specter
            had not completely passed through history—Myrtle Avenue was no longer Murder Avenue in 2004, but it also wasn’t a place to
            buy million-dollar apartments, as it has now become. The violent, crack-riddled streets and project corridors, the ones conservative
            journals such as The Weekly Standard foolishly claimed were full of “Super-Predators” during Carter’s youth, had become, if not universally prosperous, much less
            riven by shootings and robberies as crime, all over the city and the industrialized Western world, dropped.
         

         
         But at 452 Marcy, on roughly thirty acres that were once the site of an old Dutch windmill, just two blocks west of where
            I lived at 166 Throop that summer, the projects where Carter grew up remain. Whenever I would walk by them then, unaware of
            their significance in the narrative of America’s most famous rapper at the time, they would serve as a reminder of the clichés
            that bind the national imagination when it comes to how the urban black poor get on and get over. Carter calls the twenty-seven
            six-story buildings that make up the majority of the property “huge islands built mostly in the middle of nowhere, designed
            to warehouse lives,” spaces that kept the struggles of the urban poor “invisible to the larger country.” So much of Carter’s
            career, and those of other rappers who came to prominence in the era of the genre’s global ascendance, has hinged upon building
            an audience for stories of the black urban poor in the conscience of the mainstream, which is usually another way of saying
            among middle-class whites.
         

         
         In his own testimony, the Bed-Stuy of Carter’s preteen years consisted mostly of the inner workings of the Marcy Houses and
            the streets surrounding the complex. Constructed in 1949, the Marcy Houses are named after former New York governor, U.S.
            senator, and secretary of state William Marcy. Despite presiding over the Empire State during its first full decade of abolition
            in the 1830s, he was a Jacksonian Democrat, one who sympathized with southern slavery, a “doughface” in the parlance of the
            times. The projects bearing his name are a fitting tribute to his sentiments.
         

         
         The intentional, state-mandated segregation that greeted the construction of New York’s public housing stock, enacted a century
            after Marcy’s time, has borne many strange fruit. Surely no system has arisen since the end of the “peculiar institution”
            to ensure black bondage with more effectiveness than the low-income, exclusively black urban housing project. Decoded recounts the bildungsroman of the rapper-entrepreneur who escaped those streets and what they still mean to him. Carter recalls
            having to dodge the glass shards that lined the “grassy patches that passed for a park” while playing touch football, and
            tipping a benched, unresponsive heroin addict as you would a cow sleeping in a pasture. He discovered rapping as a preteen,
            walking those same corridors after coming upon a circle of young ashy kids spitting rhymes in a cipher. He began writing his
            own verses that very night.
         

         
         As the ’80s wore on, hip-hop, an invention of the Bronx, was transforming the youth culture of the country Carter lived in.
            Speakers and subwoofers eight feet in height would be set up in the courtyards of the Marcy Houses for epic MC battles that
            would “rattle” the windows of the families, new and old, desperately poor or solidly working class yet unable to get out,
            that lived in the projects above. Yet hip-hop wasn’t the most profound thing altering the landscape of the Marcy Houses and
            the surrounding area in the 1980s. When the crack epidemic reached Bed-Stuy, or at least the clutch of buildings that dominated
            Carter’s vision of it, “what had been was gone, and in its place was a new way of life that was suddenly everywhere and seemed
            like it had been there forever.”
         

         
         Unlike cocaine users, crackheads would use publicly, in those very Marcy corridors and playgrounds, inside apartment hallways
            and on the stairs leading to the Myrtle-Willoughby G train stop perched on the southeastern end of the complex. People whom
            Carter had known as authority figures were suddenly part of a new zombie class, “worse than prostitutes and almost as bad
            as snitches.” Aunts and uncles, neighbors and older relatives, members of his parents’ generation, many of whom had come of
            age during the heyday of the civil rights movement, were lost to addiction. It wasn’t long until a teenage Carter began to
            sell crack himself.
         

         
         “Fuck waiting for the city to pass out summer jobs. I wasn’t even a teenager yet and suddenly everyone I knew had pocket money,”
            he explains in the first of many rationalizations for the allure of being a drug-pushing hustler, a life he claims not to
            have given up until the eve of the release of his debut album, Reasonable Doubt (1996). “Guys my age, fed up with watching their moms struggle on a single income, were paying utility bills with money from
            hustling,” Carter continues, before acknowledging that, as the money from the crack game exploded with the epidemic itself,
            the courtyards of Marcy were soon populated by kids his age who “wore automatic weapons like they
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